The term "priestcraft" is one that belongs to the past -and its particular past, moreover, is one with which most are unfamiliar. Yet the term and its meanings occupy a place in history that remains curiously significant to the present, as the reader will discover in the contributions to this special issue. Between the late seventeenth and late nineteenth centuries, the charge of priestcraft could be expressed in theological, philosophical, and political terms as an attack on the religious, epistemological, and civil authority of clergymen. In essence, priestcraft was an accusation directed against priests, ministers, prelates, and popes, charging them with having systematically deceived common people through fraudulent, cunning, and exploitative means. That priests of all stripes concocted and peddled fraudulent knowledge was, by the 1690s, considered by many a fact. In the climate of post-Reformation Europe, decades of confessional conflict between Catholic and Protestant, Lutheran and Calvinist, Quaker and Anglican had destabilized sacerdotal authority and thrown the once-revered profession of the priesthood into disrepute. If priestly authority now plays a more marginal role within Western society, it is at least in part due to the prevalence and persistence of the charge of priestcraft in preceding centuries. Although sacerdotal authority has been replaced with scientific authority, the story of priestcraft raises questions about how recent accusations of scientific deceitas expressed, for instance, in scepticism towards vaccinations and climate change -can potentially undermine the social authority of science and the scientist, and enable us to engage with its potential repercussions for society.
This issue shares its title with the conference: "Priestcraft. Early Modern Variations on the Theme of Sacerdotal Imposture". As the title suggests, one of our major aims was to explore the variety of early modern notions of priestcraft and their connections across the geographical, linguistic, and intellectual borders of the period. Reassessing the charge of priestcraft from a pan-European perspective allowed the porous quality of these borders to come to the forefront of discussion; and, although the focus ultimately tended towards the English context, it became clear that its embeddedness in this context was in no small part due to the reception of earlier traditions of anti-clericalism, from Greek antiquity to medieval France to Renaissance Italy to early modern Germany. With the sole exception of the German Priesterbetrug, "priestcraft" remained untranslated; yet the English term absorbed many of the anticlerical traditions of the period, such as those expressed by the Latin impostor, French imposteur, and Italian impostore. To this end, each of the contributions to this issue addresses priestcraft within one of its many contexts, whether it be that of German historical criticism, English epistolary exchange, French scepticism, or Italian republicanism. In weaving together the threads that comprise the early modern concept of priestcraft, the assistance of the two anonymous reviewers, the insights offered by Alexandra Chadwick and Michael Hunter, and the support of Stephen Gaukroger have proven invaluable. To each, we offer our gratitude.
In the opening article to this special issue, "Priestcraft. Anatomizing the anticlericalism of early modern Europe", we have endeavoured to draw together many of these threads. This has been approached through an investigation into the linguistic roots of the term, and also by exploring the key philosophical, theological, political, and historical questions that surrounded this multifaceted notion. Although it commences with an analysis of the decline of the term in the twentieth century, the aim of this article is, in fact, to stress the overarching significance and variability of this largely forgotten idea from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century. Priestcraft, we argue, is a classic example of an idea falling victim to its own success; the diminution of priestly authority was a process in which the charge of priestcraft played a significant part, eventually rendering appeals to the charge unnecessary.
In the second contribution, "The charge of religious imposture in late antique antiChristian authors and their early modern readers", Winfried Schröder reveals how the radical criticism of the Enlightenment was only too happy to reprise arguments formulated by Christianity's pagan opponents. Schröder's account settles on two facets of this criticism: first, a broad scepticism of miracles underpinned by the view that events occur in accordance with the laws of nature; and second, the doubtful credibility of the defining mystery of Christianity, namely: the resurrection. Schröder reminds readers of the largely overlooked reception of anti-Christian writings in the early modern period and, in doing so, suggests that the radical Enlightenment -for all its boldness -was not as innovative as many people tend to think; in formulating their criticisms of Christianity, Enlightenment sceptics often took their cues from far older traditions.
Sundar Henny subsequently offers a compelling case study of how a pagan authority could find himself situated within both orthodox and heterodox traditions in his contribution, "Caught in the crossfire of early modern controversy: Strabo on Moses and his corrupt successors". By focusing on the reception of the Geography, Henny explores how Strabo's description of Moses and the inhabitants of Judaea in this monumental work was used from the sixteenth century by prominent Christian apologists such as Isaac Casaubon, Philippe de Moray, and Hugo Grotius to defend the account of Moses in the Old Testament. By the close of the seventeenth century, however, Strabo's status as an impartial witness had made him equally attractive to detractors of Christian orthodoxy, such as John Toland. In his history of the degeneration of the pure Mosaic religion into base superstitions at the hands of Moses's successors, Strabo's Geography provided Toland with historical testimony of the origins of priestcraft. As Henny demonstrates, an ancient Greek geographer whose original intent had been to describe his coastal perambulation of the Mediterranean ultimately ended up caught in the crossfire of early modern religious controversy. Sascha Salatowsky's "From the Devil to the impostor: theological contributions to the idea of imposture" provides a stimulating counterpoint to the articles of Schröder and Henny. Rather than uncovering the origins of the charge of imposture from the outside, Salatowsky identifies a point of origin within Christianity and, more specifically, within the theological attempts of the Middle Ages to come to terms with the figure of the Devil. The article effectively argues that the genealogy of the impostor contains a very important demonological strand -an argument which implies that the charge of imposture later levelled at Christianity by the radical Enlightenment had been, at least to some extent, incubated within the investigations of scholastic theologians into the nature of the Devil. Salatowsky concludes by exploring how the Reformation's fragmentation of Christianity, in conjunction with the European encounter with Islam, created a situation in which theologians from all confessions could readily seek recourse to the figure of the Devil as impostor in their efforts to make sense of religious disunity. Such a cross-confessional figure could then easily be identified with the "priest", a deceiver who sought to inculcate false worship wherever he travelled.
In "Machiavelli, Neville and the seventeenth-century English Republican attack on priestcraft", the fifth contribution to this issue, Gaby Mahlberg masterfully reconstructs how a fictitious letter which claimed to be written by Niccolò Machiavelli found a home within the context of seventeenth-century English republicanism. By exploring the use to which the English politician Henry Neville put the "Letter", Mahlberg details how Neville turned his fictional Machiavelli into a mouthpiece of late seventeenthcentury anti-clericalism and republicanism. Machiavelli himself might never have used the term "priestcraft", but this did not stop Neville from deploying the authority of the legendary Florentine in his attack on the clergy. Mahlberg's important contribution highlights in this way how the attribution to Machiavelli of an argument against sacerdotal encroachment into the affairs of civil government offered weight to the cause of English republicans.
Diego Lucci follows with an in-depth analysis of how the ante-Nicene Fathers were called upon to settle Trinitarian issues in Anglican apologetics. In "Ante-Nicene authority and the Trinity in seventeenth-century England", Lucci details how the writings of the ante-Nicene Fathers -considered the earliest testimonies of Christianity -were deployed by English divines against the alleged corruptions introduced at Nicaea and advanced by the post-Nicene Fathers. Ante-Nicene testimony was used in this way, contends Lucci, as a weapon against popish and Socinian priestcraft. Yet in their efforts to restore the true religion, the Anglican appeal to ante-Nicene authority ultimately backfired, exposing their attempts to reconcile the doctrine of the Trinity with the writings of the ante-Nicene Fathers to the very charge they had launched at their enemies: priestcraft. To their Catholic, Reformed, and anti-Trinitarian opponents, the inconsistency at the heart of Anglican theology served as a clear marker of the corruption of the English divines. But this was not all. As Lucci concludes, the historical narratives employed by Anglican apologists not only proved ineffective -they even provided heterodox thinkers such as John Toland with additional ammunition against the Trinitarian dogma. Mark Goldie's "John Locke, the early Lockeans, and priestcraft" shifts the focus to the last decade of the seventeenth century. Goldie looks at the use of the term "priestcraft" among the anti-clericals in Locke's circle during the 1690s and its relation to his critique of priestcraft in the Reasonableness of Christianity (1695). Arguing persuasively that it would be a mistake to identify the critique exclusively with deism and attempts to undermine Christianity, Goldie shows that the charge of priestcraft could equally serve the ecclesiastical and political cause of post-Revolution, latitudinarian Anglicanism. The Lockean circle did not share with the deists their denial of revealed religion; for Locke, William Popple, Damaris Masham, William Stephens, and Robert Howard, the critique of priestcraft served to remove all impediments to the construction of a priestless Christianity -a Whig ecclesiology. The superfluous creeds, baroque ceremonialism, and moral viciousness of Anglican divines in the contemporary Church not only stood in stark contrast to the virtuous religion instituted by Christ; it prevented its restoration. As Goldie concludes, although the critique was radical, the desired outcome of a reformed Church ecclesiology was conservative.
James A. T. Lancaster's article picks up on another facet of the Lockean association to the charge of priestcraft, exploring the adoption of the Essay's empiricism in the fight against sacerdotal deceit. In "From matters of faith to matters of fact: the problem of priestcraft in early modern England", Lancaster details philosophical responses to the problem posed by the existence -whether real or perceived -of priestcraft, a problem, he argues, which boiled down to a fear that if the custodians of God's tabernacle were corrupt then the contents of the tabernacle might be corrupt too. The article first explores Edward Herbert's and Thomas Hobbes's attempts to guarantee the truth of revealed matters of faith in the face of the problem posed by priestcraft. It argues that, while both sought to undermine sacerdotal authority, they ultimately exempted matters of faith from the litmus test of reason. Next, it turns to the influence of Locke's Essay and Reasonableness of Christianity, exploring how empirical notions of evidence, fact, and probability -as framed in these works -enabled a radical re-evaluation of the grounds of faith in the writings of John Toland, Anthony Collins, and Peter Annet. Lancaster argues that the problem of priestcraft served as a catalyst for this group of "Lockean freethinkers" to narrow the grounds of faith until faith was deemed legitimate only when grounded upon fact.
In the ninth contribution, "Voltaire, priestcraft, and imposture: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam", John Marshall investigates Voltaire's characterization of the Abrahamic religions as religions of "priestcraft" and "imposture". In exhaustive detail, Marshall ranges across Voltaire's writings to uncover the continuities, similarities, and occasional differences in his treatment and indictments of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. The innovation of Marshall's contribution resides not only in its inclusive approach, but in his resulting sketch of Voltaire's commitment to theistic religion against the backdrop of his aversion to these three religions and atheism. Voltaire's support for a theistic natural religion, he maintains, was opposed to atheism as a response to the priestcraft, imposture, superstition, fanaticism, and intolerance he saw as endemic to the Abrahamic religions. In this way, Marshall concludes by stressing and also questioning the extent to which Voltaire directed ridicule rather than respect towards these religions and their followers.
From Enlightenment France we move next to Enlightenment Germany, the context of the final two contributions to this special issue. Ulrich Groetsch's article, "Hermann Samuel Reimarus, the Jewish priests of the Old Testament and the trope of imposture", reminds the reader that the Enlightenment assault upon religion did not simply champion reason over revelation. Groetsch places the Hamburg savant Hermann Samuel Reimarus within a tradition of erudite historical and philological scriptural scholarship that was motivated by an earnest desire to find within the Bible the indisputable proof of its truth. Reimarus represents a remarkable anomaly within this tradition -a profoundly learned scholar who went against the grain by deploying his erudition to demonstrate the falsity of Christianity. As Groetsch's paper shows, Reimarus combined the boldness of the radical with the reticence of the scholar -a combination that furthermore could only be achieved in secret. This distinguishes Reimarus from other Enlightenment radicals such as Toland, whose overt opposition to orthodoxy often imposed upon them a wandering existence and, by thus depriving them of the opportunity of routine access to extensive libraries, left its mark in the form of a conspicuously different style of criticism. Reimarus's criticism was, by contrast, meticulous and painstaking. Groetsch explores how reclusiveness and secrecy were the preconditions for its achievement.
In the final article in this special issue, "Putting a positive spin on priestcraft. Accommodation and deception in late-Enlightenment German theology," Andrew McKenzieMcHarg examines debates about the principle of accommodation in late-Enlightenment Protestant Germany against the backdrop of its long pre-history and with a particular focus on the role it came to play in the historical-critical approach developed by the theologian Johann Salomo Semler. Uncovering this pre-history has the important function of directing attention to two aspects of the doctrine of accommodation which have received scant attention in previous academic treatments, and make its discussion highly germane to the theme of priestcraft explored in this special issue. As McKenzie-McHarg shows, accommodation was an unstable doctrine; while it suggested a charitable condescension on the part of a higher authority (God, prophets, priests, etc.) in the interests of understandable communication, the act of accommodation also exposed the higher authority to the charge of deception. But accommodation was also a very suggestive doctrine; it offered not only the key to understanding revelation but the guidance necessary to spread wisdom and knowledge hic et nunc. McKenzie-McHarg documents how these two aspects of the doctrine of accommodation became entangled within the context of a late-Enlightenment culture enthused both by ideas of Volksaufklärung (popular Enlightenment) and esoteric knowledge associated with secret societies.
In closing this introduction, it remains to recognize the distinguished dedicatee of this special issue. During the gestation of this project, the degree to which many of the papers drew on the scholarship of Professor Justin Champion quickly became apparent. Professor Champion's 1992 Pillars of Priestcraft Shaken: The Church of England and Its Enemies, 1660-1730 and subsequent publications are responsible for much of our collective interest in priestcraft and its history. It was fitting, then, that Professor Champion should have opened the conference with the lyrics of Johnny Rotten:
Fat pig priest
Sanctimonious smiles
He takes the money, you take the lies This is religion and Jesus Christ This is religion cheaply priced.
